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As I was driving to school at 7 :00 AM on Wednesday, November 10, 2004, an
amouncer on WILL AM 580 reported the death of Iris Chang. Disbelief and then
shock were my immediate reactions. I pulled off the road and called my husband
because I needed to talk about what I had just heard, to make some sort of sense of
this tragedy.

I have always been very fond of Iris.

"Colorful" pales as a descriptor for her. She was one of the most passionate
individuals I have ever known: very intense, very focused, totally committed to the
cause at hand.

I first met Iris in 1983 when she, along with Bobs Winter, edited UNIQUE, the
literary magazine at University Laboratory High School. Iris wanted to revive this
publication last printed in 1980, and she had asked me to be the faculty advisor.

She was also my student in Senior English during the 1984-85 school year-the
same year that Russell Ames was Uni's director, Warren Royer, principal, and the
seniors "went punk" looking for "McJobs."

Her first published work may have been this haiku that appeared in the 1980-1981
UNIQUE:

Time

Moving steadily

Destroys, mystifies, conquers
Absolutely impossible to stop
Eternity



She continued to write throughout her Uni career, publishing two more poems in
the 1983-1984 UNIQUE and several in the 1984-85 edition. Much of this early
work focuses on change and impermanence.

Next to her senior picture in the 1984-85 yearbook, she quoted Victorian writer
Matthew Arnold who said that

"Poetry is simply the most beautiful, impressive, wildly
effective mode of saying things, hence its importance."

She also quoted Einstein who said that
"Imagination is more important than knowledge."

Iris may not have considered knowledge paramount back then, but she knew a lot
about a great many topics, as demonstrated by her outstanding performance in
Senior English. What's more, she had an innate talent for public speaking and
could nail an argument with compelling evidence. She took meticulous note cards,
I recall. Grades did not seem to motivate her as much as her desire to understand
something thoroughly, and she always looked you directly in the eye when she
spoke. There was no doubt that she believed what she had to say and that she
wanted you to believe it, too.

I spent a special weekend with Iris in 1998. She had recently returned to Urbana
from her home in San Jose, California in order to receive the 1998 University
Laboratory High School Max Beberman Distinguished Alumni Award. She
delivered a compelling speech during the commencement ceremony. In her
address, she said:

When I wrote The Rape of Nanking, I was shocked to see the

extent to which genocide and bloodshed had stained the annals

of history. Nothing in my education-not at Uni or the U of |

or Johns Hopkins-had fully prepared me for the story of

Nanking and other atrocities. And I was appalled not only by

these stories but by the ease with which people forget about

them-at the peril of civilization itself. The only thing that

kept me going at times was the knowledge that a few people out

there might be moved by the book ....



We were moved-as were those across the country who kept it on the New York
Times best-sellers list for ten weeks.

The next day, Iris and I decided to visit an antiques store as an excuse to swap
stories and catch up on each other's life. She talked a lot about having a child. In
fact, she thought that pregnancy and the demands of the workplace might be the
focus of her next project, but it wasn't. Instead, she wrote a brilliant book about the
Chinese in the America, a book that I shared last year with my seniors and that I
will use this year "with my freshman when we study 7he Joy Luck Club. Her son,
by the way, is now two years old.

Iris became the most powerful voice for Chinese-Americans during the past
decade. Her Uni education prepared her to do so. In my copy of The Thread Of the
Silkworm she wrote

Thanks for teaching me many of the research skills needed to
write this book!
Your senior debate course had a profound effect on my life.

Conversely, her influence upon Uni has been enormous. She has shaped the way
Uni students view twentieth-century Asian history. She has taught them not to
stand silent in the face of injustice. And her books frequently find their way into
classroom discussion.

Indeed, Iris lives on at University Laboratory High School. Students know about
her and applaud her work. They see her as a woman who has changed the world in
meaningful ways. What's more, she has endowed them with a rich sense of social
justice. They, too, want to enlighten. They, too, want to tell a good story. They,
too, want to make a difference.

And when they do these things-as [ know they will-they affirm the life and dreams
of Iris Chang.

I close with Iris's own words about the dawn of a new day; she wrote them when
she was a junior at Uni:
Over the edge of the earth
Banishing all the darkness
To reveal a new day's birth ....
The sun, growing more vivid,



And taking a golden hue
Transfoms a magenta sky
Into a deep azure blue.
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